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The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn written by the nineteenth-century
American realist master Mark Twain is defined as “the milestone of the realistic
literature of America”. In a traditional point of view, the novel’s realism is often
equated to its truthful depiction of American local life, its use of vernacular language,
and its castigation of contemporary American social illness, such as slavery and
money-oriented social mentality. As a matter of fact, this realism is not
uncontroversial. For example, Richard Chase argues that the novel’s use of
symbolism marks its failure as a realistic work. In response, I intend to re-analyze
Twain’s realism in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. I argue that Mark Twain’s
realism in the novel is more than a record of the social visage of America. In the
composition of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain represents a
growing sense of uncertainty and explores the essence of reality in his writing by
fabricating plots of plays. The nature of reality is socially constructed.
Following opinions of social constructivism theory, I differentiates a paramount
reality from the marginal reality in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The
paramount-marginal confrontation represents a paradigm of the structure-actor
relation. The paramount reality is that of the common townspeople, a collective and
communal one which is regulated and ordered; while the marginal reality is a threat
to the regulations and orders of the paramount reality. Both the paramount and the
marginal reality are constructed. Mark Twain represents the constructive nature of
reality as a kind of play. To be specific, when Huck, the marginal social member
confronts the paramount reality of the town, he is in a possible transformation from
the marginal reality to the paramount reality. Huck parodies roles of the paramount
reality. The result is that Huck’s play produces a spatial and temporal illusion which
functions like a middle ground between conflicting realities; thus, it delays or














internalizes the reality of the town, and grows to be a proper social member. Huck’s
subjective reality is thus socially constructed.
The thesis consists of three chapters, in addition to the Introduction and the
Conclusion. Introduction reviews criticism on Twain’s realism and poses a question
that inspires the writing of my thesis, and then it elaborates on the argumentation and
solution of my thesis. Chapter one presents background information of both Mark
Twain’s private life and his contemporary social life to prove that to redefine Mark
Twain’s realism is reasonable. Chapter two first defines two realities, namely, the
paramount reality and the marginal reality from the perspective of social
constructivism, and then it analyzes specifically the representations of relative
realities in the text. Chapter three analyzes specifically the construction of reality, in
other words, the construction of Huck’s subjective reality transformation from the
marginal to the paramount. Finally, the Conclusion offers a summary of my thesis and
my final assessment of the novel and Mark Twain.
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Mark Twain (1835-1910) is often known as the great realist of the
nineteenth-century American literary world. What is his realism? Critics usually offer
an answer directly or indirectly to this question by elaborating on Mark Twain’s and
his works’ relation with America. Harold K. Bush Jr. is correct in saying “Americans
have long been trying to define both America and Mark Twain, often tackling both in
the very same paragraph” (Bush 429). Mark Twain’s criticism that focuses on his
relation to America can be traced to the very early literary debates about him. Early in
the 1920s to the 1930s, Van Wyck Brooks and Bernard DeVoto began to define
Twain’s literary position in relation to his nation. On the one hand, Brooks in his book
The Ordeal of Mark Twain (1920) aimed to make Twain a national type of the Gilded
Age, namely, a man starved by the cultural desert of the frontier and stifled by
American business-mindedness thinking of money as the sole way to emancipation.
Saying that “laughter is a relief from restraint” (22), Brooks stressed the tragedy
behind Twain’s humor, interpreted it as an expression of repression, and regarded its
success as a satisfaction of “the psychic equilibrium of the businessman” (15). On the
other hand, DeVoto in his Mark Twain’s America (1932) refused to see Twain as the
typical businessman of the nation. DeVoto attacked the generalized abstractions about
America and did not agree to regard anyone as the embodiment of his time; he exalted
Twain as an artist from the frontier West, and regarded him as the distillation of
American cultural variety and his works as an expression of the rich core of American
experience. Close to DeVoto’s democratic view, V. L. Parrington defined Twain as
“the backwash of the frontier” (86) in the time of the revolutions of industrialism and
science, and regarded Twain as an embodiment of the contradictions of the age, as
was in accordance with his words, “to know Mark Twain is to know the strange and
puzzling contradiction of the Gilded Age” (88). He saw Twain as an immensely















contradictions. Since the 1960s, though criticism about Twain’s Americanism grew
rare as a result of the dislike of the notions of national character or American
collective consciousness, studies of Twain can not eliminate American issues. To a
very large degree, here America becomes a synonym of social reality, and Twain’s
realism lies in his reflection and criticism of this reality.
As Twain’s masterpiece, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is regarded as “the
milestone of the realistic literature of America” (Lei, 95). Published in 1884, the novel
shocked and is still shocking its readers with its realism. Set in the antebellum
American South and using the outcast white boy Huck’s journey of escape as the
narrative clue, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn consists of forty-two chapters
which can be divided into three parts: part one from chapter one to sixteen tells how
Huck and Jim ran away from the town and enjoyed a short period of pleasant journey
along the river; part two is from chapter seventeen to thirty in which their journey was
interrupted by two rapscallions who in the end sold Jim to a farm; part three from
chapter thirty-one to the end tells what happened when Huck went back to Phelps’
farm to save Jim. The novel’s realism is mainly known for its depiction of American
local life, its use of vernacular language, and its castigation of contemporary
American social illness, such as slavery and money-oriented social mentality.
However, the realism of “the milestone of the realistic literature of America” is
not uncontroversial. Richard Chase courageously argues that Mark Twain’s The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn uses a negative approach to show how romance must
be written (139-149). All through the novel, the river and the land are juxtaposed, and
this juxtaposition leads many critics to conclude either that it contributes to the
structural format of this episodic picaresque novel or that it is crucial in understanding
the meaning of the whole novel (Carlyon 36). Past criticism has a tendency to treat the
river as a symbol of freedom or nature and to regard the land as a symbol of danger or
corruption of human civilization (Zhang 82). Such interpretation inevitably leads to
the conclusion that Mark Twain’s attitude to the land is negative, and the land is often
seen as a metaphor of America--critical realism again. However, a problem exists here.















interpret it. Chase who assumes the romance-novel as the American novel tradition
includes Twain in his The American Novel and Its Tradition (1957). He argues that
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is poetical, because it engages an “illusion of
poetry” (139-149) which means the river is a symbol. If so, Mark Twain seems to be a
failed realist. The opinion that The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a realistic and
social novel seems less convincing. This controversy exposes a dilemma that
confronts critics when they come to analyze Mark Twain’s realism in The Adventures
of Huckleberry Finn. The novel is regarded mostly as a document and a critique of the
social hard-facts, but its use of symbolism is critiqued as being contaminated with
romantic residues.
In fact, Twain is not alone as a failed realist. According to Amy Kaplan, there is
a tradition to deem American realism as a failure and critics have long been
assuming an inadequate relation between American fiction and American society (1).
Around the 1950s when the romance-novel was crowned as the great tradition of
American novels, both writers and critics believed that America was so new, simple
and democratic that it lacked a complex network of social institutions and hierarchies
of classes to nourish social fictions. But this impoverishment of American culture
was proved fertile for imagination. Chase argues, in European novels, characters
develop in relation to entrenched institutions and the struggle between classes, while
in American novels, an isolated hero usually embarked on a melodramatic quest
through the symbolic universe, “unformed by networks of social relations and
unfettered by pressure of social restraints” (Kaplan 2). This enlightened Chase to
distinguish a tradition of American fiction from that of European novels. With the
rise of romance to a uniquely American tradition comes the unavoidable fall of
realism to the margin of literary criticism. However, behind Chase’s ahistorical
assumption hides a belief in the danger of representing class difference in American
society. According to Kaplan, Chase’s romance thesis is in debt to Trilling, and they
both promote a reality of mind instead of a social and material one. They both
believed in the possible political danger caused by representing class differences and













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
